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Did you know that there is no state standard for nitrate concentrations in streams? Similar to conductivity, the geology of 
an area and the source of the streamôs water can cause nitrate levels to vary greatly. For example, springs like the ñBlue 
Holesò of the Flint have higher nitrate levels due to the fact that they are fed by nitrate-rich groundwater;   however, the 
mainstem Flint usually has much lower levels, as its main source is surface water.  
 
In addition to natural variation, human activity can also have a large impact on nitrate concentrations in streams. Sewage 
leaks, agricultural runoff and pet waste can all cause spikes in nitrate levels. If they reach high enough levels, the stream 
can become eutrophic, or oversaturated with nutrients. Algal blooms often form in these conditions. When they die, 

bacteria break the algae down, depleting the dissolved oxygen in the process and making it very 
hard for organisms like macroinvertebrates and fish to survive. 
 
Many volunteers wonder why nitrates are not one of the Adopt-A-Stream core parameters if they 
can have such a huge impact on the health of a stream. To determine the validity of field nitrate  
testing, we utilized data collected during our 5 years of participation in Georgia River Networkôs 
Fall Float on the Flint. We compared results from field techniques, specifically those collected    
using the LaMotteÈ Nitrate Nitrogen (high range, 0-15 mg/L) Tablet Test Kit, to data from samples 
sent to the UGA and Jones Center Labs to determine the accuracy of such methods. It is important 
to note that, although there is no state standard, the naturally occurring background levels of nitrates 
in most streams is 0.1mg/L or lower; nitrate levels higher than 1mg/L may indicate that human  
activity is having an impact on the stream. Here are our findings: 

Because our field test kits only have a sensitivity of 0, 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 and 15 mg/L, they often failed to detect nitrate levels 
Ò 1mg/L (3) and gave false high readings in samples from high nitrate areas, like springs (5). However, they were usually 
able to accurately detect if a concentration was generally greater than 1mg/L (1), indicating a possible issue. We do not 
recommend that most people incorporate nitrate sampling into their monthly monitoring sessions, as the majority of 
streams will not have levels above 1mg/L; however, if you notice that your stream has algal blooms, low DO or poor 
macro scores, taking a nitrate test may help to supplement your other data and determine the root of the issue. 

Complete results from Fall Float, as well as 10+ years of data from major Georgia rivers are available from the AAS State Office. 
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https://www.lamotte.com/en/industrial/individual-test-kits/3354-01.html


Georgia River Network 

by Dana Skelton, Director of Advocacy and Operations 
 

Rise and shine at 6am, grab a sack lunch, jump on a bus headed for the river, launch a   
canoe, take water samples all day and then process those samples at night. This is a day in 
the life of the Adopt-A-Stream staff when they team up with Georgia River Network 
(GRN) on our Paddle Georgia, Spring on the Satilla, and Fall Float trips. GRN has been a 
partner of AAS for many years, co-hosting conferences, conducting trainings and joining 
forces for events. For over 15 years, AAS staff have trained GRN paddle trip participants, 
including our underserved youth group, in monitoring techniques while they paddle the  
river. These participants are then able to take this knowledge back to their hometowns to 
start their own monitoring program or join up with existing groups.  
 
Founded in 1998, Georgia River Network is a statewide organization working to protect Georgiaôs rivers. Georgia has many 
watershed groups, water trail groups and monitoring groups all working on different aspects of river protection. Our primary 
role over the years has been to network these groups and help people enjoy, connect with and advocate for clean-flowing and 
economically viable rivers. We lead the statewide water trail network and serve as a member of the leadership team on the 
Georgia Water Coalition to support advocacy for clean water across the state. Recently, many of our watershed and water 
trail groups participated in the state triennial review process, bringing important information about Georgiaôs waterways to 
the attention of EPD. This aided in the development of up-to-date designated uses for our waterways, thereby establishing the 
water quality criteria by which these waterways must abide.  
 
There are a number of ways that you can get involved in GRN. Attend one of our trips to explore and learn about Georgia 
rivers, use our online directory to locate your local watershed group or contact us to learn about how you can establish a   

water trail on your river! We are also excited to announce our up-and-coming water trail 
river guide mobile app that will allow users to access monitoring data to learn more 
about the water quality of the rivers on which they paddle. 
 
We want to extend a big thank you to all of you that are out in the field doing visual  
surveys, testing water quality and turning over rocks to look for bugs. Your work on the 
ground in your local waterways is important. It takes us working together from the 
ground up and the top down to ensure cleaner water in our rivers. 
 
Learn more about GRN at www.garivers.org. 
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How to Download Data from the AAS Website 

 

Are you a trainer looking for a way to display data collected by Adopt-A-Stream volunteers in your area? A researcher 
looking to utilize citizen science data from multiple different regions for a study? Or maybe just a curious citizen that wants 
to know more about what is happening in the waterbodies in your backyard? Whatever your reason, it is quick and easy to 
access all of the Adopt-A-Stream data through our website, AdoptAStream.Georgia.gov. Simply go to the ñData Viewsò tab 
and click on the ñView Data by Regionò in the dropdown. Then, you can sort the data based on city, county, watershed, 
coastal, and water plan region. Once sorted, you can select the year you would like to view (or even ñall yearsò if you wish to 
view all of the data for that region) and then click ñSave to Excelò to download.  
 
If you have questions or concerns about accessing your data, please contact the AAS State Office at AAS@gaepd.org.  
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